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Draft remarks by Peter Larson, Chair,  

Ottawa Forum on Israel/Palestine 

Good evening. 

Canada has a well-deserved reputation for playing a positive role in international 

affairs. Here I am thinking of everything from the Suez Crisis, to peacekeeping, to 

landmines, to welcoming thousands of Syrian refugees. 

But in the couple of minutes available to me, I would like to try to make the case 

that Canada’s policy stance on the Israel/Palestine issue is a glaring exception to 

our proclaimed support for democracy, human rights and equality. 

Our policy on Israel/Palestine is not guided by advancing human rights. It heavily 

skewed toward protecting the State of Israel at the expense of the human rights 

of the Palestinians. 

There are 138 UN members (including 9 EU members) who recognize the State of 

Palestine today. Canada should join them. It would be a symbolic step toward a 

more even-handed policy and more consistent with our widely declared “moral 

compass”. 

I would like to make two different criticisms of Canada’s current position.  

The first focuses on the wide gap between our publicly claimed support for 

human rights and a two-state solution on the one hand, and our actions on the 

ground which tell a different story. 

The second is a policy argument around the conditions under which we propose 

to recognize a Palestinian State. 

1. Let me turn to my first criticism  

I think it can be fairly said that Canada actually has two policy stances on the 

Israel/Palestine issue. 

One stance, the one on the Global Affairs website, is for domestic consumption. It 

talks about our support for Israel and our support for the Palestinians.  

It mentions human rights and security and proposes a two-state solution – one for 

the Israelis and one for the Palestinians.  
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It is designed to reassure the Canadian public that Canada is honestly and fairly 

trying to play a balanced role between Israel and the Palestinians. 

The other stance, the REAL one, the one we apply on the ground, is very 

different. That one is almost completely aimed at supporting Israel.  

Ever since 1967, Israel has been building thousands of new homes for Israeli 

settlers in the West Bank. They are illegal under international law. They make a 

mockery of Israel’s claim that it is interested in a two state solution. Canada’s 

official policy opposes settlement construction, but have we ever criticized Israel 

publicly, called in its ambassador, or even voted against Israel at the UN 

to criticize the settlements? 

Our officials on the ground know this and are no doubt sending reports back to 

the Pearson building. Yet Canada has been almost completely silent.  

Here are three recent examples of how we undermine a two state solution. Some 

of them you might not have heard about:  

1. Canada now allows goods produced by settlers in the Occupied Territories 

to be imported and sold as Israeli goods, in direct contravention of a 

binding security council resolution. In other words, we allow Israel to act as 

if the West Bank were already a part of Israel. 

2. In June 2020, Prime Minister Trudeau and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu had a meeting by phone. At the time, Bibi’s election platform 

included a highly publicized promise to Israelis that “There would NEVER be 

A Palestinian State”. But the official PMO read out records that Prime 

Minister Trudeau did not even mention our support for a two state 

solution.  

3. Just last month, Israel announced that it was building another 1300 new 

homes in the West Bank. As of this morning, I could not find any Canadian 

comment on it.  

I could cite many, many more examples if you have time to listen. 

I have visited Israel/Palestine nearly a dozen times over the last 15 years, often 

bringing small groups of Canadians with me. They are always shocked by what 

they see on the ground.  
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It’s not just the new settlements, all of which are illegal under international law. 

It’s the Israeli only roads, the Israeli only swimming pools, the Israeli only 

university, the demolition of Palestinian homes, and the dozens of checkpoints 

which have divided the Palestinian territory into disconnected islands. It’s the 

pain and humiliation inflicted on the Palestinians at every turn. 

I will always remember the anguish in the voice of one 65 year old woman from 

London Ontario as we met with our Canadian mission in Ramallah about 5 years 

ago. “I have travelled to many countries all over the world”, she told our 

representative, “But this is the first time I have felt truly ashamed to be a 

Canadian”, she told our Representative there, her voice trembling. 

I would like to emphasize here that this is not a criticism of our diplomats on the 

ground in Ramallah.  

Over the last 15 years I have met many of them. I think they do what they can. 

But their job, as you all know, is to implement Canadian policy made in the 

Pearson building or in the Langevin Block. 

The policy they are directed to apply on the ground is not the same as the official 

policy which appears on the GAC website. That website leads Canadians to 

believe that we are being fair and even handed and that we really are serious 

about supporting human rights. But we aren’t. 

By the way, that website doesn’t fool the Israelis, the Palestinians or the 

international community who all can see that, to use a phrase suitable to our new 

Zoom culture: Canada is “all jacket and no trousers”.  

 

The unfair framing of the policy itself 

I would now like to raise my second critique: the conditions we impose for 

recognizing a Palestinian State. I will start by quoting from the GAC website: 

Quote 

“Canada (…) supports the creation of a (…) Palestinian 

state, as part of a comprehensive, just and lasting peace 

settlement.” 
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Note that while Canada says that while it believes in Palestinian state, it does not 

support a Palestinian state now… only when there is a comprehensive peace 

settlement with Israel. 

There is something fundamentally wrong here. 

The best analogy I can think of would be something like “We support every 

woman’s right to equality, including the right to divorce or to abort a 

pregnancy.…. But only if her husband signs an agreement”. 

If there can be no Palestinian state until the Israelis agree, why would they ever 

say yes? Why wouldn’t they continue to confiscate lands, demolish houses, build 

new settlements? 

Every two weeks, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs in 

Jerusalem publishes what it calls a “Protection of civilians report”.  

For one two-week period from September 21 to October 4 it reported: 

• 3 Palestinian houses demolished by Israelis 

• 9 Palestinians killed by Israeli forces 

• 328 Palestinians injured by Israeli forces in oPt 

• 20 attacks by Israeli settlers on Palestinians 

• 70 Israeli military incursions into the West Bank 

For comparison during the same period it reported: 

• no Israeli houses demolished by Palestinians 

• no Israelis killed by Palestinians 

• three Israeli civilians injured by Palestinians 

• no Palestinian military incursions into Israel 

There is no balance here. No “status quo”. Israeli expansion is going on all the 

time. Day by day, week by week, year by year. And Canada keeps quiet. 

What should Canada do? 

If Canada really does believe in human rights, we must recognize that the 

Palestinians the same right as anyone else in the world - to live in a state where 

they are full citizens - not second or third class citizens.   
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Recognizing the State of Palestine now would be a symbolic statement about 

Canada’s commitment to equality. Whether that equality is ultimately achieved in 

two separate states, or in one state where all are equal, can only be resolved by 

the Palestinians and the Israelis. 

Instead of encouraging a peace settlement, Canada’s is helping to ensure that 

there will be NO two-state solution. And our own reputation as a principled 

defender of human rights, is being tarnished in the process. 

 

Conclusion 

Many people now feel that there is no longer any possibility of a 2-state solution. 

That Israel has already gone far too far. That would be a good topic for another 

discussion. 

When well-known Jewish American intellectual Peter Beinart wrote an article in 

the New York Times called ‘Why I no longer believe in a Jewish State”, he was 

immediately denounced by many Jewish organizations. Beinart had been for 

many years one of the most outspoken proponents of a two-state solution, and 

his critics were outraged that he had changed his mind. 

But, responded Beinart to his critics, “if you really believed in a two-state solution, 

why didn’t you do anything to protect it? Where were you when Israel was making 

it less and less possible?” 

I think the same thing can be asked of Canada. 

 

 

 


